I n the field of organizations, one relevant question is whether or not to consider networks as organizational forms. On the one hand, Williamson (1985) says that networks are hybrid arrangements. On the other, authors like Powell (1990) argue that networks constitute themselves as organizational forms. Given this dilemma, the present article proposes the analysis of organizational characteristics of small-firm networks (SFN). To reach such objective, twelve SFNs in distinct stages of development were analyzed. The results show that SFNs constitute themselves as singular organization forms which boundaries and identities are delineated by strategy, structure, coordination, processes and relationships.
Introduction
I nterest in organizational forms is all but a recent phenomenon. For more than 50 years, authors have studied the emergence and establishment of new organizational forms from different theoretical perspectives. FREEMAN, 1986; PUGH, 1997) Such contributions helped understand the diversity of organizations making the competitive landscape thus encouraging further theoretical-empirical investigations. Although there is not a common definition for organizational form, a distinction about the different forms can be made, once the characteristics that identify an organization as a distinct entity and as part of a group of organizations are defined. (ROMANELLI, 1991) Over the past decades, researchers have started to analyze interfirm networks (IN) as a new organizational form (GRANDORI; SODA, 1995) , motivated by the debate on markets, hierarchies and hybrid forms, further analyzed by Williamson (1985) . Some authors like Jarillo (1988) and Provan, and Fish and Sydow (2007) started to address networks as an organizational form. The INs, according to these authors, cannot be considered hybrid arrangements situated between markets and hierarchies since: a) they have a unique organizational rationale (POWELL, 1990) ; b) they are not understood from the perspective of market transactions (GRANOVETTER, 1985) ; and c) follow rules which differ from those of command and control, present in hierarchies. (PERROW, 1992) Notwithstanding, some authors argue that INs deliver advantages when compared with other organizational forms (CASTELLS, 1999; THOMPSON, 2003; TODEVA, 2006; , especially when considering the emergence of a world based on a network society. (RAAB; KENIS, 2009) Such discussion encouraged the understanding of INs as a new organizational form that cannot be seen as loose ties mediating hybrid arrangements. Instead, they are organizations with a distinct flavor. (PODOLNY; PAGE, 1998) The INs, when seen as a dynamic organization (AHUJA; SODA; ZAHEER, 2012) is an entity comprising a set of organizations with multilateral relationships, which cooperate with one another in order to achieve common goals. This network is defined by some authors as whole networks, because such an entity is created and managed to achieve the goals defined by its members. (KILDUFF; TSAI, 2003; PROVAN et al., 2007; MARIANO, et al., 2012; ROTH et al., 2012) In face of this problematic, the present study does not aim to end discussion on whether or not networks constitute an organizational form. The focus here is to point out the characteristics of a specific type of IN, known as small-firm networks (SFN) and understand the possibility of classifying it as an organizational form. In such SFNs, relationships are cooperative, power is de-centralized, and shared among SFN's stakeholders. And associated firms are in general part of one link of the production chain. Nevertheless, as understood by Perrow (1992) SFNs are generally immersed in an institutional environment, which includes local incentives, from government and commercial associations, such as economic information, training and support services. So this research will shed light on relevant questions for understanding the SFN phenomenon, such as: could SFNs be considered an organizational form? If this is the case, new approaches, built on the foundations of organizational theory, may be incorporated into the study of the SFN phenomenon and, therefore, other questions may become pertinent: what are the characteristics that make networks an organizational form? What are the elements that distinguish networks as hybrid organizational arrangements from networks as organizational forms?
To answer these questions, this study selected a group of SFNs, which represent a singular case in Southern Brazil (this is a region that features network cases that have been object of several investigations for more than a decade). The chosen SFNs are the result of a public policy called "Programa Redes de Cooperação -PRCRS" (Cooperation Networks Program), which is a public policy of the State of Rio Grande do Sul. (VERSCHOORE; BALESTRIN, 2011; WEGNER; PADULA, 2012) For ten years, this policy supported more than 200 SFNs. All INs created by the PRCRS comprise 3,000 firms, 45,000 jobs and more than R$ 5 billion (US$ 2.5 billion) in annual revenues. (HUNDERTMARKER, 2010) In order to present the theory and empirical evidence found, this article is organized into five sections, besides this Introduction. The first two sections show the theoretical aspects that define networks as organizational forms, as well as the characteristics that allow the identification and classification of networks as singular organizations. In the third section, the study focuses on the research methodology. The analysis of major findings will be presented in the fourth section, and in the last section the study will discuss implications of the results, as well as the final considerations for this work.
Interfirm network as an organizational form
Identifying and classifying organizations have long been a recurring topic of study. Theoretical discussions and empirical research have fostered the debate on the origins of organization forms FREEMAN, 1977 FREEMAN, , 1986 and, despite such debate, only in the past decades have scholars started to understand how organizations emerge and establish themselves. (ROMANELLI, 1991) There is no common definition for organizational form but, in general, it can be understood as " [...] those characteristics of an organization that identify it as a distinct entity and, at the same time, classify it as a member of a group of similar organizations." (RO-MANELLI, 1991, p. 81) In this sense, the environment is traditionally seen as the major influence on the emergence as well as the extinction of organizational forms, since it causes managers to deal with their organization's boundaries in a flexible way. (VOLBERDA, 1996) In the eighties, INs became a major topic of investigation, especially due to the emerging and wide set of competitive dynamics businesses had to start to deal with. (MILES; SNOW, 1986) Since then, the purpose of networks has become a provider of a pool of resources for its members through a dynamic structure, sustained by uniform and de-centralized mechanisms. This helps networks adapt themselves to the competitive environment, which is normally characterized by constant changes, increasing consumer expectations and increasing efficiency of industry practices. (JOHNSON-CRAMER; PARISE, S.; CROSS, 2007) The INs have the ability to achieve common goals of a group of organizations by joining their members' resources and fostering collective action. Thus, such networks can be defined as a set of repetitive transactions supported by relational and structural configurations that are characterized by dynamic boundaries. (TODEVA, 2006) One example of such dynamism is the changing number of associated firms in an IN, which can feature a higher or a lower number of members at a given moment. Considering this, the definition of organization boundaries becomes a key topic when debating Ins. ( VAN NUENEN, 2007) The scientific literature identifies two major concepts of organization boundaries in the context of INs. The first considers networks as intermediate or hybrid arrangements in which some characteristics of market and hierarchies are present. Authors who defend this perspective argue that networks do not constitute themselves as a particular form of organization, but a hybrid combination of structural elements of market and hierarchy. Thus, networks are considered an in-between organizational form, in a spectrum ranging from market and its loose coordination, to hierarchy and its tight control. (CASSON; COX, 1997; HENNART, 1993; WILLIAMSON, 1985) From a second perspective, networks are not situated in this middle range but are considered to be a new organizational form, featuring unique and distinctive characteristics when compared to the market and hierarchy relations. (BIRKINSHAW, 2000; POWELL, 1990; THORELLI, 1986) Given this concept, INs are new organizational forms established to meet the collective goals of their member organizations. Moreover, INs provide conditions that also help member firms achieve their individual goals (KILDUFF; TSAI, 2003) and, Jorge Renato Verschoore, Alsones Balestrin & Alexandre Perucia because of these two aspects, they are denominated whole networks (PROVAN et al., 2007) . In a related definition proposed by Podolny and Page:
We define a network form of organization as any collection of actors (N > 2) that pursue repeated, enduring exchange relations with one another and, at the same time, lack a legitimate organizational authority to arbitrate and resolve disputes that may arise during the exchange. (PODOLNY; PAGE, 1998, p. 59) Therefore, networks feature mutual agreements, complementary resources, power and reputation disputes, as well as trustworthy relationships. They combine common sense and conflict, collaboration and competition. (NOOTEBOOM, 2004) In this respect, the collective actions of a group of organizations create organizational boundaries properly delineated by a common identity. For example, "Industry associations sometimes produce a sense of collective identity and a sense of distinctiveness." FREEMAN, 1986, p. 62) The constant and recurring interactions, involving the dilemmas of collective action and coordination of member's individual interests as the network matures, give form to an organization with its own identity. (RAAB; KENIS, 2009) The formation of a common identity in the network follows a process that is similar to those found in the emergent social systems. In this perspective, distinct organizational forms are a consequence of cumulative interactions between entrepreneurs and organizations seeking to establish new social systems. (ROMANELLI, 1991) Therefore, the idea of INs as a new organization is supported by a collective organizational identity which is shared among its members, and that emerges from enduring relationships focused on the generation of competitive advantages when compared to other organizations outside the network. Such collective identity, thus, is also established as an institutional asset within the network's organizational boundaries, characterizing who is inside and who is outside. This reinforces the character of the entity that is represented by the network, outlining its singularity as an organizational form.
INs, when seen as organizations, combine specific network characteristics as well as characteristics that are common to organizations. For example, INs feature actors, relationships and interdependencies, as well as, strategy, structure, coordination and processes. The network's identity and its organizational boundaries are established by the initiatives of the network and its participants, through the symbols, institutions and actions that bring them together and through the results that keep them close and united. The next section details these major characteristics, identifying INs as a distinct entity and as a part of a specific group of organizations.
Characteristics of networks as an organizational form
As shown, INs can be understood not only as loose relationships, but also as a new form of organization that emerges as a consequence of the evolving and competitive nature of markets. (MILES; SNOW, 1986) Some studies have been advancing the scientific knowledge about INs as an organizational form. Based on organizational theory, such studies have contributed to the understanding of different characteristics that allow INs to be distinguished from other forms of organizations. (HIBBERT; HU-XHAM; SMITH-RING, 2008; KALE; SINGH; BELL, 2009; KILDUFF; TSAI, 2003; PROVAN et al., 2007; THOMPSON, 2003; TODEVA, 2006; RAAB; KENIS, 2009) The INs' strategy is one of the characteristics of an organizational form. Differently from the usual rationale of individual competition, present in classical strategy thinking (BARNEY, 1991; PORTER, 1986) , INs' strategy assumes a predominantly collective emphasis (JARILLO, 1993 ) that combines competition and cooperation. (BRANDENBURGER; NALEBUFF, 1995) In this rationale, the individual strategy is something that leads, many times, to situations of conflict among members. Nevertheless, this helps in delimiting the INs' boundaries, resulting in the formation of a common identity, since network strategy favors more collective action among member firms towards the INs competitive goals when compared to other organizations. (PARK, 1996; PROVAN; FISH; SYDOW, 2007) The second characteristic that distinguishes INs as an organizational form is structure. Networks feature dedicated structures comprising management capabilities intended to stand and overcome the difficulties that are inherent to the activities of cooperation among firms. (KALE; SINGH; BELL, 2009) However, differently from other organizations, network structures become established far more because of the dynamic relations among its member firms than because of stable hierarchies with permanent rules. This means that INs are structured mainly by the influences originated from member roles and routines that drive the behavior of each actor. (BECHKY, 2006) Despite not requiring a formal structure that defines its boundaries, the INs count on deliberated, besides emergent, actions that fortify a common identity. Examples are the selection of participants, rules for delegating roles, and creation of communication channels. (TODEVA, 2006) The third aspect that allows INs to be characterized as an organizational form is coordination. Nooteboom (2004), for example, affirms that coordination is needed for the consolidation of an IN and its effectiveness for reaching organizational goals. That happens because the INs' coordination guides and controls the roles of actors and their collective practices. However, differently from individual organizations that often adopt hierarchical mechanisms, INs' coordination of member firms is sustained basically by social mechanisms such as reciprocity, socialization and reputation. (JO-NES; HESTERLY; BORGATTI, 1997) Therefore, the collective identity built by the IN works as guidance and control for common activities within the network, conducting member firms towards the achievement of its organizational goals. In other words, "the coordination of activities occurs through the identity which reveals a common purpose, collective result or interest, which everybody will work for." (THOMPSON, 2003, p. 31) The fourth characteristic that distinguishes INs as organizational forms is processes. Every organization counts on process design to get a clear notion of the steps to be followed and of actions it should take to achieve its goals. In a peculiar way, INs' processes follow a more collective emphasis. The purpose of the collective processes is to make sure member firms follow the steps required for the success of cooperation, as well as for successful partner selection and efficient negotiation of collective actions. Hannan ; Freeman, (1986) The discussion herein supported the establishment of five characteristics (strategy, structure, coordination, processes and relationships). These will guide the analysis of networks as organizational forms, considering the dimensions of boundaries and identities. In this sense, the synthesis presented in Figure 1 has the purpose of guiding the methodological procedures of the research, which is the subject of the following section.
Methodology
This study follows a qualitative and exploratory approach with the unity of analysis being the IN, with two specific dimensions of an organizational form: boundaries and identities. Specifically in this article such dimensions will be further analyzed through five characteristics: strategy, structure, coordination, processes, and relationships. The empirical field of study is represented by the SFNs from Southern Brazil, which benefit from a local public policy that supports the formation, development and consolidation of networks. This policy is called "Programa Redes The selection of SFNs took into account two criteria: i) its business sector and ii) its stage of development, which considers time of existence of the network, as well as its number of members. Such criteria were defined in order to collect a wider range of information and views about the SFNs. In conformity with these criteria, the selected networks cover the sectors of commerce (retail), industry, and services. They also represent networks in initial stage (formation), medium stage (maturing and growing up) and final stage (consolidated).
Data were collected from 60 in-depth, two-hour long, interviews, guided by a structured questionnaire and recorded with an audio device. Such data provided evidence that was framed against the proposed theoretical scheme. For each SFN, interviews were conducted with five of its representatives (SFN's director and manager, SFN's secretary or treasurer of the network, and two SFN's firm representatives with no specific roles related to network management).
The profile of each SFN is presented in Box 1. For reasons of confidentiality, the twelve SFNs analyzed will be referred hereon by acronyms (SFN A, SFN B, SFN C, SFN  D, SFN E, SFN F, SFN G, SFN H, SFN I, SFN J, SFN K, and SFN L) . The data were treated through interview transcripts and content analysis. With these techniques, interpretations aligned with the proposed theory were found and organized, according to the unity of analysis as suggested by Hair and others (2005) .
Results and discussion
Based on the analysis of the twelve SFNs it was possible to observe empirical evidence that reveals boundaries and identities in the networks. The evidence comes from empirical observations of strategy, structure, coordination, processes and rela-tionships present in the SFNs that characterize these as organizational forms. Such observations foster the discussion to be presented in the next sub-sections.
Strategy
Regarding strategy, SFNs reflect an organization deliberately formed to achieve specific goals. According to a firm representative of SFN C The evidence illustrates a "cooperate to compete" strategy (BRANDENBUR-GER; NALEBUFF, 1995) which is needed given the political power that characterize the decisions in this sector. This reveals clearly defined boundaries for this SFN and characterizes its group of small Rice Mills as an organization in order to face its competitors. (ROMANELLI, 1991) The collective action, which is present in the elaboration strategy, is also observed in the SFN E and K. Regarding the case of SFN E, one of its members outlines "[. 
] each team (marketing, innovation, expansion, etc.), which is formed by representatives of member firms, has its action plan and objectives defined; the team facilitator is responsible for controlling and supervising the process." (SFN K, 2009
) Such examples demonstrate strategy as a result of a predominantly collective process, being conceived by the group of member firms. (JARILLO, 1993) This is a relevant aspect that reveals the network's own organizational identities and boundaries.
In parallel one can observe the cases of SFN A and J which also provide evidence of organizations formed with the purpose of reaching benefits for their members, such as higher bargain power and access to key suppliers. As the firm representative of SFN A states " [.. 
.] Our network seeks better deals, that is, we buy as a group of firms to reduce cost and to become individually more competitive." (SFN A, 2009) That is an
example of a deliberate strategy of collective action towards a higher bargain power when dealing with suppliers, seeking reduction of costs when acquiring products and services. Also, the firm representative of SNF J outlines: "[...] We try to negotiate discounts with the big brands. One of our goals was already accomplished with Adidas. Now we are dealing hard to achieve it with Nike." (SFN J, 2009) In both cases, the IN's act strategically on behalf of the member firms, seeking to secure better deals when buying from suppliers and to secure access to larger and well known suppliers. Here the INs are characterized as an organization formed by organizations, created and managed in order to achieve members' common goals that would be hardly achieved by each member firm individually. (KILDUFF; TSAI, 2003; PROVAN et al., 2007) The definition of common objectives by means of a collective strategy is not a simple task. (SFN B, 2009 ) In both situations, one can observe that the strategy is collectively created and involves cooperation, as well as competition and conflict among the participants. This conforms to the theory concepts of Park (1996) and Provan, Fish e Sydow (2007) which delineate identities and boundaries in the organization.
Structure
In order to match the interest of its members, SFNs also devise structures to support collective actions. In the case of SFN L, this structure is represented by the network's sales office, as mentioned by its member representative: "[. 
] We defined a network that makes strong investment in its image in order to minimize the lack of credibility consumers have on individual unbranded gas stations." (SFN H, 2009)
Such evidence demonstrates a SFN with a sense of collective identity and a sense of distinctiveness of member firms and their network in relation to other organizations that do not belong to it. (HANNAN; FREEMAN, 1986) Another example of structure is the IT system managed by SFN B. By using an IT system the network concentrate demand projections from all member firms facilitating better deals with large suppliers. This provides member firms with advantages of cost reduction when purchasing quality products that will be later resold to consumers with better margins. As one representative of SFN B cites: " [.. (SFN B, 2009 ) Technology becomes an important element of the network structure; given the network system is an effective way to make feasible large transactions. Besides, it allows the associate to have access to high quality products with no need of directly negotiating with a supplier. Information structure is essential for the member firms, thus technology ends up becoming a mechanism which supports network governance. This can be verified by one representative of SFN B: [...] It is possible to observe that the evidence supports the theoretical concept where structure delineates the collective identity in a network by means of deliberate or emergent actions that fortify the common sense of group and belonging, through the creation of communication channels. (TODEVA, 2006) Coordination Another element that characterizes a network as an organizational form is the coordination of its members. Coordination can be evidenced in SFN K's planning which is the result of a collective action, as one representative of SFN K states: The coordination among network members can be originated from shared interests and the existence of a common purpose. That is what is observed in some cooperation networks, as one representative of SFN C outlines: [...] (SFN I, 2009 ) The evidence strengthens the theoretical background that points to coordination as a characteristic that delineates boundaries in the network. That happens because the network clearly establishes the firms its members can count on when performing an action of their interest, not considering the other ones that are not part of the network. (THOMPSON, 2003) 
.] this technology is password protected. You need an access-key that is only available to the member firms of the network. Product purchase is conducted entirely online. There are no telephone-base sales or external sales. It is only through the internet and it is a very effective system."

[...] each team is responsible for one major department of the network management, such as marketing, innovation and expansion. Each team has its own action plan with detailed objectives; the team facilitator is responsible for controlling and
Processes
The INs keep processes that reflect the sense of identity of its member firms and as well as its organization boundaries. One of the key motivators of cooperation in SFN A is to achieve a quality standard for the launching of the network's wine seal, as one representative of its member firms outlines: "[...] with this seal we will have a quality standard [...] we expect the network's wine will have standards of cleanliness, hygiene and quality in wine production processes. We are developing a good practice manual." (SFN A, 2009 ) The evidence illustrates how processes support the building of an identity, in this case, in a form of a quality standard that will contribute for the success of cooperation among the network's member firms. (HANNAN; FREEMAN, 1986) Another evidence of processes supporting network identity comes from the previously presented evidence of technology from SFN B. This technology systematizes the access of member firms to products that the network negotiates with large suppliers and is an essential requirement member firms must deal with when making any purchase in the network. (SFN B, 2009 ) The SFN B, thus, aggregates through its process of online purchases, all demands of its members, facilitating the creation of big purchases that will be negotiated with key suppliers. This process infers the existence of a collective identity for the network members. (ROMANELLI, 1991) How processes can reveal the definition of boundaries in a network organization can be observed in the examples of networks like SFN K and SFN G. As outlined by a firm representative of SFN K: (SFN G, 2009) In both examples, processes are capable of influencing the boundaries of the network, as observed in the cases of SFN K and SFN G. In the case of SFN K, the expansion process, with their geographic and technical criteria, and in the case of SFN G, with its card system that integrates the flow of transactions of all member sales in the network. Such empirical evidence is aligned with the idea that processes contribute with the delimitation of organizational boundaries, separating those that are in and those that are out of the network domain. (PROVAN; FISH; SYDOW, 2007; RAAB; KENIS, 2009) 
Relationships
The last of the five characteristics of a network organization is relationships. The evidence demonstrates that the network's member firms need to develop individual and collective competences that enable them to cooperate internally and compete externally (BRANDENBURGER; NALEBUFF, 1995; KALE; SINGH; BELL, 2009) delineating the network as an organization in the face of its competitors. With the purpose of facilitating the understanding of the results found in this study, the evidence of identities and boundaries is synthesized in Box 2, considering each of the five characteristics that were analyzed.
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Final remarks
This study sought to understand, in theoretical and empirical terms, how networks can represent an organizational form, taking into consideration the empirical evidence of SFNs from Southern Brazil. In theoretical terms the study demonstrated that the organizational form, when manifested in a network, is substantiated through two dimensions: boundaries and identities. Also these dimensions can be empirically observed through five major characteristics which are present in the context of cooperation networks: strategy, structure, coordination, processes and relationships.
Thus, in general terms, the evidence set forth by SFNs provides examples of the concepts presented in theory, illustrating this specific kind of network as a new organizational form that operates in its business environment. The examples that were analyzed illustrate the network as an organizational form with its boundaries and identities well delineated, which is a consequence of the development of collective strategy, and conciliation of conflicts and interests from the network's member firms. (BRANDENBURGER; NALEBUFF, 1995; JARILLO, 1993; PARK, 1996; PROVAN; FISH; SYDOW, 2007) The study also demonstrated that structure is a factor that defines identities and boundaries in the network by means of resources that support the management of difficulties that are inherent to the activities of cooperation and in formatting a common identity. (KALE; SINGH; BELL, 2009) In the evidence of coordination, the study observed that the networks promote mechanisms of coordination as a consequence of shared interest and the existence of a common purpose among its members. These findings are aligned with the background theory presented in this study. (THOMPSON, 2003) Regarding processes, boundaries and identities are delineated with specific programs of expansion and certification that define member firms that are inside the network and those that are outside of the network. (KALE; SINGH; BELL, 2009; PROVAN; FISH; SYDOW, 2007; RAAB; KENIS, 2009 ) Finally, the aspects of relationships in the network promote a collective sense of those members that belong to the network, thus creating a collective perception of identity and competition in the business environment. Such findings are also in line with the theory presented in this study (BRANDENBURGER; NALEBUFF, 1995; KALE; SINGH; BELL, 2009 ) Such evidence demonstrates that SFNs feature well delineated identities and boundaries that set them as unique entities and also make them part of a group of similar organizations. (ROMANELLI, 1991) The understanding of these five elements (strategy, structure, coordination, processes, and relationships) in the empirical context of SFNs in Southern Brazil provides ground for further development of the body of knowledge on this particular form of organization.
It is worth noting the limitations of this research. The evidence focuses on SFNs from Southern Brazil. Therefore, it is not possible to imply that the findings of this study are applicable to the understanding of INs in general. Other forms of arrangements among firms, such as the keiretsu and chaebol, supply networks organized by automotive organizations, and even franchising and brand license arrangements, may or may not share the characteristics found in the empirical evidence of this study. Due to the particular market dynamics of the region, findings may be biased by a predominance of network strategies, structures, coordination, processes, and relationships that particularly adhere to the organizations competing in such environments. Also, the findings presented here are representative of little more than five percent of the SFNs available in the empirical field. Given this, the present study encourages new research endeavors seeking a larger set of such organizations to find more generalizable observations. Finally, the characteristics of a network as an organizational form were empirically evidenced in this study. However, future investigations are encouraged regarding the potential of cooperation in the strategic agenda of organizational forms, including different arrangements of INs as well as SFNs created in other regions that foster such kind of organization in different sectors from those typically found in Southern Brazil, as well as in different forms of cooperation such as alliances, including relationships
